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On Oct. 14, the Uruguayan Chamber of Deputies passed a historic change to the Constitution that
will fundamentally alter the electoral process. The amendment, which had earlier passed in the
Senate, must now be ratified by voters in a referendum scheduled for early December. Meanwhile,
growing corruption scandals involving the administration of former president Luis Alberto Lacalle
(1990-1995) are eroding public confidence in the political system. The most significant change
contained in the recently passed reform introduced by President Julio Maria Sanguinetti calls for
parties to hold primaries to select one candidate from the party to run for president.
Under the present system, each party can run several candidates for president. The party that
receives the most votes is declared the winner, and the top vote-getter in the winning party then
becomes president. The present system has resulted in political gridlock as Uruguay's political
forces have evolved into an almost even three-way split among the governing Partido Colorado
(PC), the traditional opposition Partido Nacional (Blanco), and the leftist Frente Amplio. With
support evenly divided among the three parties, no party has been able to win a majority in the
legislature in recent administrations.
To overcome this problem, following Sanguinetti's 1994 election, his Partido Colorado made a pact
with the Partido Nacional and the smaller Nuevo Espacio to guarantee governability (see NotiSur,
12/02/94 and 03/03/95). The reform also establishes a runoff election if no candidate in the first round
receives more than 50% of the vote. In addition, the reform separates the national elections from
the local and municipal elections. The passage of the constitutional change was made despite the
opposition of the Frente Amplio, which called the bill a maneuver by the Blancos and Colorados
to ensure that the Frente Amplio not win the presidency. Joining forces to pass the measure were
deputies from the Partido Colorado, the Partido Nacional, and the smaller Nuevo Espacio.
Since the vote, moderate sectors of the Frente Amplio have said they will not campaign against
the measure. The changes will now be presented to the voters in a referendum on Dec. 8, in
which voting is mandatory. On Oct. 17, in a radio and television address, Sanguinetti kicked off
the administration's campaign to win public support for the measure. For the past 160 years, the
Colorados and the Blancos have dominated the political scene in Uruguay, but their support is
being eroded in the face of increasing political scandals, particularly involving the administration of
former president Lacalle. When Lacalle left office in 1995, political analysts considered his chances
good for a future re-election, possibly in 1999 when Sanguinetti leaves office.
However, since then his administration has been hit by an avalanche of accusations of misconduct
and corruption, diminishing his chances for a comeback. Until this year, the discussion of political
corruption was almost taboo within Uruguayan society. Political leaders across the spectrum
generally closed ranks to block any hint of scandal or accusation of impropriety. This tacit ban on
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charges of corruption fell by the wayside with recent investigations into the 1994 privatization of
the Banco Pan de Azucar (BPA), irregularities in operations of the powerful state-owned Banco de
Seguros, and questionable appropriations of state subsidies.
On Oct. 14, two members of the Lacalle administration were arrested and charged with corruption,
following an 18- month investigation. These indictments bring to seven the number of cases of
alleged corruption against Lacalle and members of his administration that have surfaced during the
past two years. Enrique Braga, economy minister and head of the Central Bank during the Lacalle
administration, was charged with "abuse of public office." Daniel Cambon, former vice minister of
tourism and aide to Lacalle, was charged with "use of public office for personal gain."
The charges against Braga stem from the BPA privatization, which took place March 22, 1994. The
BPA, which was taken over by the state in 1985 after filing bankruptcy, was sold to a European
financial institution, Banknord, for a total price of US$5 million. At the time of the sale, Braga was
president of the Banco Central de Uruguay (BCU) and the person who authorized the sale to the
foreign investors. However, a subsequent audit revealed that the BPA had a book value of US$9
million and that Banknord lacked the necessary capital required by Uruguayan law to operate a
bank in that country.
In the indictment, the judge charged that Cambon acted as "intermediary" between the government
and Banknord, and that he received illegal "commissions" for his "services." In the midst of the
investigation into the BPA privatization, last September the Central Bank again took over the BPA,
citing its "failure to meet current regulations," and the possibility that it was about to go under
again. This is the first blemish on Braga's public service career, which has spanned more than
40 years. Cambon, on the other hand, was charged with influence peddling in another case last
February. In August, the Partido Nacional expelled Cambon, along with Julio Grenno, a former
officer with the Banco de Seguros.
Reactions to the latest arrests were mixed. Lacalle went to the Montevideo jail where Braga was
being held in a show of support for his former cabinet minister, but said it was not appropriate
to comment publicly on the matter. Other political figures said the arrests demonstrate the
independence of the judicial system. "It's clear that the earlier distinction no longer exists between
a white-collar crook and a chicken thief," said Deputy Guillermo Chifflet. "The action confirms the
independence of the judicial branch, which has always been strong, and which will continue to be
so as the proceedings continue," said Partido Colorado Deputy Alejo Fernandez, president of the
lower house, who added that it remains to be seen whether the indictments will have future political
consequences. As the charges against his administration have continued, Lacalle has insisted that
he and his administration are victims of a campaign by "publications tied to the left or to the Partido
Colorado."
However, Lacalle received a legal setback last week when his suit against a journalist for defamation
was thrown out. The journalist had accused the former president of illicit enrichment. Lacalle and
several relatives and former associates are under investigation for fraudulent dealings regarding
government subsidies for forestation projects on private lands. Lacalle has dismissed the charges
as "political terrorism." Nevertheless, the political scandals have affected not only Lacalle's party,
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the Blancos, but also the Colorados. "The events tied to the denunciations of corruption...and
the climate that they have created at the level of the political elites" is negatively affecting "all
the political actors," according to a report by Vox-Opinion y Mercados, published in the weekly
Busqueda.
So far, the only group to escape the fallout from the increasing number of corruption cases has been
the Frente Amplio, which had steadfastly increased its base of support in recent years. Analysts have
considered it a viable possibility to win the next presidential elections, with both the former mayor
of Montevideo, Tabare Vazquez, and the present mayor, Mariano Arana, as potential Frente Amplio
candidates. However, if voters approve the constitutional reforms, the Frente Amplio will have a
much more difficult time winning the election. [Sources: Inter Press Service, 07/22/96, 08/23/96;
United Press International, 10/16/96; Spanish news service EFE, 08/28/96, 10/16/96, 10/17/96;
Agence France- Presse, 08/13/96, 08/23/96, 08/28/96, 10/16/96, 10/17/96; Reuter, 10/16/96, 10/17/96; El
Observador (Montevideo), 10/18/96]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

